Alexithymia: a relevant psychological variable in near-fatal asthma.
Alexithymia is a psychological trait characterised by difficulty in perceiving and expressing emotions and body sensations. Failure to perceive dyspnoea could lead alexithymic asthmatics to underestimate the severity of an asthma exacerbation, and thereby increase the risk of developing a fatal or near-fatal asthma (NFA) attack. The objective of the present study was to determine the prevalence of alexithymia in NFA patients and to analyse their clinical characteristics. Alexithymia was assessed using the Toronto Alexithymia Scale in this multicentric prospective observational study. From 33 Spanish hospitals, 179 NFA patients and 40 non-NFA patients, as a control group, were enrolled. There was a higher proportion of alexithymia in the NFA group than in the non-NFA group (36 versus 13%). Patients with NFA and alexithymia were older than the rest of the NFA group, and had a lower level of education, a higher level of psychiatric morbidity, a higher proportion of severe persistent asthma and a greater number of prior very severe asthma exacerbations (49 versus 27%). Alexithymia, severe persistent asthma and a low level of education were identified as independent variables related to repeated very severe asthma exacerbations. The results show that alexithymia is more frequent in near-fatal asthma patients compared to the rest of asthmatics and is associated with recurrent very severe asthma exacerbations.